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‘And the whole city cheered’ 
The poetics and politics of the miraculous  





Post-1204 Byzantine history – Laskarid or Nicaean history, in this case – began with a display of 
civic independence.1 If, that is, we trust George Akropolites who, writing his History towards the 
end of the thirteenth century,2 faithfully preserved the following incident (while at the same time 
glossing over it as discreetly as possible – for, somewhat embarrassingly, it seems to have been an 
act of ‘political’ resistance): when the despotēs Theodore Laskaris, the future emperor in exile, fled 
Constantinople together with his wife and daughters, ‘arriving at the city of Nicaea, he appealed to 
the citizens to admit him into the city and to accept him as their lord. But they would not admit him. 
Then Laskaris urged them persistently and, even though he entreated them to admit his wife only, he 
persuaded them with difficulty.’3 The reader is not told who ‘the Nicaeans’ were – presumably, the 
local elite rather than the dēmos – and in which way they reached ‘their’ decision, nor is there any 
evidence permitting a prosopographical scrutiny of this incident, but one is led to assume that the 
city acted unanimously, as a whole. 
The long and pious reign of Andronikos II Palaiologos (r. 1282‒1328) saw the loss of the Anato-
lian provinces to the advancing Ottoman and Turkmen tribes and in its wake the transformation of 
the only recently restored medieval Eastern Roman Empire, with Constantinople as its centre, from 
a regional into a local power.4 Consequence, as much as cause, of this rapid fragmentation of the 
centralising (imperial) power was the re-emergence, after a long gap from Imperial and late antique 
Rome, of meaningful civic discourse. This discourse started resurfacing from the twelfth century 
onward for a variety of reasons5 and accelerated with the cataclysmic events of 1204 and the tempo-
rary – or perhaps not so temporary, for Constantinople was never to fully recover its previous status 
– loss of the Empire’s ideological centre.6 With the City of Constantine in ‘Latin’ hands, former 
subject cities stepped up to take her place; the initially reluctant city of Nicaea emerged to be one of 
the more important among them. Poleis started perceiving themselves once again as distinct political 
entities, whose elites sought to take charge of their own affairs internally as well as externally. Nor-
mally, this |8 happened within the imperial framework, but especially during the fourteenth-century 
civil wars, there was room for manœuvre. 
In fact, the Nicaean attestation of civic independence (or pride?) that opened this chapter can be 
corroborated from sources considerably closer to the event. The rhētor and historiographer Niketas 
Choniates referred to Theodore Laskaris, before his acclamation as emperor, as ‘lord of the eastern 
cities’, thus emphasising the role of the poleis.7 He also provides us with a short description of Las-
karis’ political conduct regarding these cities: ‘You travel to the eastern cities and negotiate with 
their citizens,’ Choniates wrote,  
you point out the impending danger if they do not become your subjects right away. These 
you rebuke, those you reprimand. Soon you address a public assembly, soon you privately 
receive the nobles and invite them to dine, and you show them your great experience and in-
tricate knowledge [of the circumstances], if only in that manner you raise the low spirits of 
the Rhomaioi.8 
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Addressing assemblies publicly, meeting civic notables privately: this aptly highlights the tools 
available to those who thought to control civic discourse in the late Byzantine world; they are dis-
cernible in the sources throughout the Palaiologan period. 
As suggested by these initial observations, it appears that the discursive description of the Empire 
as a conglomerate of cities virtually reappeared from the very moment that the Queen-City, Con-
stantinople, was lost.9 While later events, like the oft-quoted Catalan wars in the first decade of the 
fourteenth century, without doubt contributed to the notion of the ‘walled town’ as a self-sustaining 
community,10 the possibility to image the Empire as consisting of a network, or ‘archipelago’, of 
cities had already been there for quite some time.11 
In a world of ‘small-state complexities’,12 frequently torn apart by rebellions, religious strife and 
outright civil wars, competing legitimacies and loyalties posed a severe challenge to civic concord 
(ὁμόνοια) and peace at the smallest incident. No governor (κεφαλή) who came under pressure from 
both sides – above and below, as it were: from the imperial power on the one hand and his own 
citizens on the other – could be sure to retain a hold over affairs if tables turned. In Kantakouzenos’ 
apposite words: 
Each of the lords over the cities will be put under pressure by their own citizens, and fearing 
the fickleness of fortune and not knowing to whom of the emperors the empire will fall, they 
will hand over their cities to the one who appears stronger at the moment.13  
One form of – more often than not, ritualised – communication that re-emerged in Palaiologan civic 
communities to address this need for concord were public assemblies (ἐκκλησίαι).14 Normally, un-
less things went terribly wrong, the common people, the dēmos, could be relied on to swing along 
with what their social betters had decided; rather than a ‘democratic’ practice, such public assemblies 
were yet another means of visualising and performing power. Describing with hindsight |9 the situa-
tion towards the end of the first civil war in 1328, the elder statesman and historiographer John Kan-
takouzenos explicitly stated that the dēmos of Epirote Edessa was dependent upon the opinion 
(γνώμη; other meanings include ‘disposition’ or ‘favour’) of the local lords: ‘The powerful in Edessa 
[…] did not exaggerate in any way, as the populace of Edessa depended on their opinion.’15 This ties 
in well with the same Kantakouzenos’ telling advice that the younger Andronikos, when falling out 
with his grandfather in the early 1320s, should seek refuge in Adrianople because his late father, the 
unfortunate Michael IX (r. 1294–1320), had assembled a considerable power base there, ‘and many 
would be rather eager and willing to take some risk for his son’.16 Finally, the exemplary case of 
Bizye shows that, in the pretext of a public assembly, a pressure group of archontes could in fact 
overrule the kephalē if the latter lacked support from his peers: in 1344, the governor George Pal-
aiologos preferred to withdraw to Thessalonike, thanking the assembly for being allowed to leave 
unharmed, rather than to defect to the opposing party in the so-called second civil war.17 
However, not only poleis entered the post-1204 stage of Byzantine history with renewed vigour. 
This was also a period when the miraculous returned to Byzantine culture (and literature). 
The return of the miraculous 
Accounts and collections of miracles, popular at all times save perhaps the Komnenian and Laskarid 
twelfth and thirteenth centuries,18 resurfaced in the reign of Andronikos II Palaiologos; in all likeli-
hood, the phenomenon was tied into the restoration of Orthodoxy early in Andronikos’ reign and 
inter alia served to glorify this emperor’s pious rule.19 Palaiologan authors ‘refreshed’ and expanded 
the miracle collections of shrines which had long been in function. Such was the case with Nikeph-
oros Kallistos Xanthopoulos’ account of the Pege shrine of the Theotokos – at the request of a certain 
Makarios, an aristocrat from Serres turned monk at the Pege – or of the miracles of St Euphrosyne 
the Younger.20 Similarly, Constantine Akropolites reworked the miracle collections of the shrines of 
saints Theodosia, which he used not least in order to promote his own family and its imperial con-
nections, and Zotikos.21 Somewhat further down the social ladder, Maximos the deacon, presumably 
of the Kosmidion monastery in the vicinity of Constantinople, rewrote the miracles of Cosmas and 
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Damian, whereas in Trebizond, John Lazaropoulos composed his famous dossier of the miracles of 
the city’s patron saint, Eugeneios.22 Equally, collecting miracles began serving the purpose of creat-
ing new saints, as they testified to someone’s saintly conduct:23 the posthumous miracles of Patriarch 
Athanasios I, recorded by Theoktistos the Stoudite, or especially those of Gregory Palamas, as rec-
orded by Philotheos Kokkinos, come to mind.24  
In the present context, my interest is not with the miraculous or miracle collections per se but, 
rather, with the performative power of the miraculous in influencing or shifting civic opinion. As it 
happens, two pertinent instances of miraculous performances achieving, or consolidating, such shifts 
have come down to us not |10 in late Byzantine hagiography, as one might expect, but in historiog-
raphy. The somewhat fluid boundaries between the genres, or more precisely the inclusion of hagi-
ographical elements into other genres, has previously been noted with regard to the Palaiologan pe-
riod.25 By contrast, eleventh- and twelfth-century historiographers such as Michael Attaleiates, John 
Skylitzes, John Kinnamos, Anna Komnene and Niketas Choniates did not pay much attention to 
matters miraculous. On the contrary, Michael Psellos ridiculed Emperor Constantine IX Mon-
omachos for believing that a miracle had occurred at his late wife, the Empress Zoe’s, tomb when 
‘by a trick of nature some fungus sprang up’ in a place where the silver covering a column of the 
tomb had cracked and moisture had crept in.26 In the later thirteenth century, George Akropolites 
openly contested the view that St Demetrios had helped the besieged Thessalonians by killing the 
Bulgarian king Kalojan (John) in 1207, denigrating the saint quite bluntly.27 There was, then, a con-
siderable change of attitude in the days of the elder Andronikos.  
By analysing these two instances, this chapter attempts to illuminate how this return of the mi-
raculous could be exploited by shrewd politicians to achieve civic goals, and how such performances 
were recorded by contemporary historiographers (either believing or unbelieving). The first example 
comes from George Pachymeres’ Histories and looks at Magnesia in the early fourteenth century 
(AD 1303). My second example derives from John Kantakouzenos’ History and scrutinises Androni-
kos III’s entry to Thessalonike in January 1328. What is primarily effected in both instances is civic 
unity in a critical situation. One of our authors, George Pachymeres, was observing and, possibly, 
believing in the miraculous occurrences he narrated; the other, John Kantakouzenos, was involved 
(I believe) in the staging of the spectacular miraculous cure he described in detail. 
In analysing these episodes as social performances, I once again borrow my terminology from 
Jeffrey C. Alexander’s work on social performances in the public and political spheres.28 Drawing 
on performance theory, Alexander defines the elements of public performance as follows:29 the script 
and its cultural background; the actors; the audience; the means of symbolic production and mise-
en-scène; and, finally, the distribution of social power. Adapting Austin’s well-known analysis of 
speech-acts, Alexander suggests that social performances are judged as either successful or unsuc-
cessful (infelicitous). Success comes when the audience experiences an authentic re-fusion – or even 
flow – of the ‘increasingly disentangled’ elements of performance: ‘[i]n a fused performance, audi-
ences identify with actors, and cultural scripts achieve verisimilitude through effective mise-en-
scène’.30  
In this context, it is especially the distribution of social power that warrants a closer look: the two 
instances here presented are, to the best of my knowledge, the only ones from the Early Palaiologan 
period with a top-to-bottom structure performed before an audience, in contrast to the more common 
bottom-to-top structure, in which a ‘private’ individual, often of low social rank,31 becomes the sub-
ject of a miraculous healing (often without any immediate audience). While this chapter does not 
intend to enter the discussion as to whether medieval miracles were ‘real’ or ‘imagined’,32 it cannot 
be excluded that, for the just-mentioned structural |11 reason, the two miracles here discussed, unless 
merely literary performances, may actually have been staged performances of the miraculous. In this 
sense, this chapter suggests strategies for deciphering the codes of late Byzantine historiography 
while at the same time exploring how local elites, the so-called archontes, and occasionally even 




Case study I: Magnesia, 1303 
The first case study is set in the city of Magnesia in the Maeander region. Not long before a residence 
of emperors and safeguard of the imperial mint,33 close to Ephesos and in proximity to the (Laskarid) 
summer palace at Nymphaion, by 1303 the city was in imminent danger of falling to the advancing 
Turks.  
In this context Pachymeres relates the following episode (for a draft translation of the Greek text, 
cf. Appendix I.1): In the winter of 1302/03, during his ill-fated campaign against the Ottomans,34 co-
emperor Michael IX and his bunch of Alan mercenaries hurriedly left Magnesia behind in night, 
snow and, most importantly, desperation. Some time later, the worry-stricken captain of the castle 
(kastrophylax), who remains anonymous, observed at night a flaming torch going round the walls of 
the town, not once or twice, but thrice. The kastrophylax did not fail to alert an appropriately wide-
ranging audience: ‘When naturally he shared this with the notables, he led them, too, to similar 
astonishment (ἔκπληξιν).’ The audience subsequently expanded further. None of those present, how-
ever, was capable of explaining the strange phenomenon. At this stage the kastrophylax’s brother, 
known to all as deaf and dumb since the day of his birth, was brought into play: in fact, he emerges 
as the key actor. He was the only one, one hears, who was able to see the blazing torch for what it 
really was: ‘a man in imperial attire’. The imperial apparition turned out to be St John the Merciful, 
or Almsgiver – the former Emperor John III Batatzes – who, by means of his mere presence, seemed 
to offer his protection and encourage the townspeople to defend their city.35 In the end, those who 
witnessed this manifestation ‘believed themselves protected by God’. The initial desperation was 
gone. It is evident that this episode represents a piece of pro-Laskarid propaganda;36 it was also a 
social performance which felicitously achieved its aims and a shift in civic spirits.  
Pachymeres’ careful description allows us to infer what such a social performance evoking the 
‘miraculous’ needed to observe in order to be judged felicitous in an early fourteenth-century pro-
vincial town. The elements of performance were as follows.  
• Background symbols/foreground script: a miracle setting evoking/vested with spiritual power 
(reiterating and adapting background scripts/symbols that had been established since late an-
tiquity in times of danger – in this particular case, protective processions around the walls of 
a city).37  
• The actors: the principal actors are the anonymous captain of the castle and his – allegedly – 
deaf and dumb brother. Also, the epi tēs trapezēs Michael |12 Doukas Philanthropenos is sin-
gled out by Pachymeres as an important witness, and thus perhaps his source for this occur-
rence.38  
• The audience: first the local elite, the archontes (τοῖς προέχουσι); later, the common towns-
folk. It remains somewhat unclear whether common folk was already included among the 
‘others’ (ἄλλοι, 439.10; σὺν πολλοῖς δὲ τοῖς ἄλλοις, 439.28) who were sent to investigate the 
apparition, or merely learnt of the miracle in the end (προσπαίει δὲ πᾶσιν, 441.11). 
• The means of performance: a flaming torch; a saintly figure in imperial attire (not seen by 
anybody but one witness).  
• The mise-en-scène: a stormy night, with limited visibility.  
• Finally, the distribution of power: suspiciously, the performative script follows a top-to-bot-
tom structure: from the kastrophylax and the local notables down to the common townspeople, 
rather than the far more common bottom-to-top structure.  
This last observation provides a convenient point of departure for further considerations. For the 
present purpose, it does not matter what ‘really happened’ that night, whether the whole story is 
fiction or whether some sort of performance was indeed staged (a tempting thought): what renders 
this episode suspicious above all is its top-to-bottom structure. The only archōn whose name is men-
tioned – presumably detached from the imperial court –, the epi tēs trapezēs Philanthropenos, is 
explicitly singled out as ‘a man embellished with nobility, old age, sagacity, and experience in mat-
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ters of warfare’: it would certainly not have been beyond such a mind to conceive the sort of perfor-
mance that made its way into Pachymeres’ Histories. One notes that Pachymeres himself expressed 
his doubts about the proceedings at Magnesia; he found the miracle difficult to believe and was about 
to omit it (ἄπιστον δ’ ἀκοῦσαι, ᾧ δὴ καὶ αὐτὸς διηπίστησα ἄν, κἂν δι’ αὐτὸ καὶ παρέλιπον) – but did 
narrate it, he says, because it came on such good authority.39 
Two contextualising observations help throw further light on this. First, as indicated previously, 
it is important to note that supernatural occurrences are attested elsewhere in Pachymeres. Yet while 
he refers to supernatural portents and divine omens on a number of occasions, healing miracles are 
limited to three instances. Intriguingly, all of them occur in the very same book of the Histories, in 
chapters XI.10, XI.15, and XI.32.40 The former two are connected with Michael IX’s 1302/03 cam-
paign against the Turks – the one just discussed, and the other benefiting the junior emperor (XI.10) 
– and the last is set in Constantinople in 1306, where at the time Andronikos II was facing consider-
able opposition.41  
In chapter XI.10, Pachymeres describes a miraculous healing of Michael IX himself.42 In August 
1303, the junior emperor, unable to reach Pergamon, retreated to Kyzikos and thence to Pegai; there 
he fell so ill that he felt his end approaching. With great difficulty, he sent a letter to his father in 
Constantinople, describing his symptoms in detail. The senior emperor duly dispatched his doctors, 
some of his oikeioi and holy oil from the shrine of the Theotokos Hodegetria, together with one of 
the monastery’s monks (who remains anonymous).43 In a dream, Michael already on his deathbed 
(ἤδη νεκρός) saw the Theotokos approaching, |13 who alerted him to the monk’s arrival. The emperor 
called on his entourage: ‘“See,” he said, “whether a monk who has just landed is resting on our shore 
and brings gifts from the Mother of God.”’44 The monk was duly identified and the junior emperor’s 
life saved due to the Theotokos’ intervention: the suffering and despondency was ripped from his 
body like a nail (ἦλον). The emperor’s miraculous recovery happened ‘amidst immense enthusiasm 
and with wonder’ (ἐν ὅτι πλείστῳ τῷ θειασμῷ γενομένη καὶ μετὰ θαύματος).45 The narrative struc-
ture and context of this healing miracle are very different from chapter XI.15: although some cour-
tiers were present no audience is explicitly mentioned and, judging by Pachymeres’ account, the 
miracle was not tied into civic circumstances: unlike the appearance of John Batatzes in chapter 
XI.15, Michael IX’s recovery in chapter XI.10 is not expressly linked with a heartening of the citi-
zens of Pegai, or of the emperor’s army. Judging by paratextual markers, Pachymeres himself ap-
pears to have accorded less significance to this event than to the other two: the rubrics of chapters 
XI.15 and XI.32 refer to the miraculous events described in the chapters,46 while the heading for 
chapter XI.10 merely reads: ‘About the emperor Michael’s retreat to Kyzikos, then Pegai.’47  
The miracle described in chapter XI.32, by contrast, lends itself to direct comparison with the 
Magnesia episode, as it describes an almost identical healing miracle. This final instance – for a 
complete translation, cf. Appendix I.2 – observes the far more common bottom-to-top structure: a 
‘deaf and dumb’ adolescent (νεανίας) received a calling to the church of St Theodosia in Constanti-
nople,48 where he was miraculously cured, first by a vision of the saint herself and subsequently, and 
lastingly, by means of a fire miracle. In the event the young man himself reported the story to the 
emperor, the elder Andronikos Palaiologos, who led an enthusiastic crowd in procession to praise 
the saint in a night-long vigil. This episode follows the typical structure that such miracles assume 
in most Palaiologan dossiers of healing miracles, e.g. those of Patriarch Athanasios I:49 the former 
patriarch appeared in a dream to a young man called Manuel Bourdes, who lived in the Kynegoi 
quarter of Constantinople. He carried an enormous apple inscribed with the letter Alpha; to his right 
was the Theotokos who admonished the patriarch not to give the apple to the boy until he had per-
formed a great many supplications. In the end, Bourdes was healed and ‘became a fervent herald of 
the miracle and up to now has refused to remain silent, proclaiming the works of God and openly 
celebrating His mighty deeds’.50  
Second, while healing miracles of deaf- and dumbness are by no means uncommon in late Byz-
antine hagiography and miracle collections, they generally seem to be void of political implications, 
with the possible exception of Kokkinos’ detailed attention paid to the miracles Palamas performed 
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for the family of the hetaireiarchēs Andronikos Tzimiskes from Berrhoia, who subsequently 
changed his allegiance from the anti-Palamite to the Palamite camp.51 
Yet it is the opposing narrative structures of chapters XI.15 and XI.32 – top-to-bottom and bot-
tom-to-top – which make for the most interesting effect. Did contemporaries, one wonders, perceive 
the connection between these two performances, which Pachymeres established by means of their 
juxtaposition in |14 his narrative? More importantly perhaps, did such a connection ever exist outside 
this literary representation? Did the anti-Palaiologan instance (chapter XI.15) become permissible to 
be included in Pachymeres’ narrative as it was framed by two pro-Palaiologan miraculous occur-
rences (chapters XI.10 and XI.32)? Or did, by contrast, the anti-Palaiologan instance, in Magnesia – 
spatially beyond the grasp of the primarily Constantinopolitan audience for whom Pachymeres wrote 
– gain reaffirmation and an increasing claim to authenticity by being sandwiched between two ac-
counts of pro-Palaiologan miracles, especially the structurally almost parallel episode which featured 
a ruling, Palaiologan emperor, Andronikos II, the saintly patriarch Athanasios I, and the clergy of 
the Great Church among its actors?  
Did the Palaiologoi – in similarly critical times – hope to imitate, and emulate, the effect the 
archontes at Magnesia had achieved with their performance, by staging a similar performance in 
their city, Constantinople? There is some circumstantial evidence in support of the assumption that 
the Palaiologan court assigned some significance to this miraculous performance: one of Andronikos 
II’s leading courtiers, the megas logothetēs Constantine Akropolites, son of George Akropolites, 
who was also one of the day’s most prolific hagiographers, composed, or perhaps was commissioned 
to compose, an updated encomium of St Theodosia, expanding the saint’s posthumous miracle ac-
count to his day.52 A mere coincidence? Or is this, as the evidence would suggest, Palaiologan court 
propaganda at work? 
Case study II: Thessalonike, January 1328 
From the church of St Theodosia in Constantinople, this chapter returns to civic discourse and moves 
on to the social drama of the so-called first civil war, which raged intermittently from 1321 to 1328 
between Andronikos II Palaiologos and his grandson of the same name, Andronikos III.53 This sec-
ond case study scrutinises the younger Andronikos’ progress to Thessalonike in January 1328, as 
(decades) later recollected by his ‘friend’ and eventual successor, John Kantakouzenos. Among the 
healings of imperial figures in late Byzantine sources, this one stands out for its immediate political 
impact. 
First a brief account of what happened, according – and this is important to keep in mind – to 
Kantakouzenos (for a draft translation of the Greek text, cf. Appendix II.1).54 A certain Philommates 
came to Andronikos III’s camp in Zichna to persuade him that the hour was good to claim Thessa-
lonike.55 At the same time, rumours spread in the Thessalonike that the young Andronikos had de-
tached two messengers to facilitate this move; the next day the metropolitan56 – it is particularly this 
bit of the story that does not seem to add up – went out to the Chortaïtes monastery in order to 
intercept them, while the kephalē, George Choumnos,57 decided – rather counterintuitively – to wait 
in front of, rather than sheltered behind, the eastern city gate. In the event, the metropolitan, allegedly 
unexpectedly, encountered the younger emperor himself charging towards the city (rather than the 
two envoys he expected). In the ensuing confusion – and greatly helped by |15 Choumnos waiting 
outside the gates – Andronikos III and his supporters managed to take the city, with those loyal to 
the elder emperor seeking refuge in the akropolis. However, the situation remained unstable, even 
dangerous: the elder Andronikos’ army was not far away at Serres and about to send reinforcements, 
and the akropolis remained under enemy control. What emerges from between the lines is that, while 
a majority of citizens may have supported Andronikos III’s cause, there was no unanimity: the at-
mosphere was heated, veering towards outbreaks of violence. In these circumstances, before laying 
serious siege to the akropolis, Kantakouzenos reports that Andronikos III decided to visit the ‘shrine’, 
i.e. the basilica, of St Demetrios. There – or so Kantakouzenos would have us, and in all likelihood 
his contemporary audience as well, believe – the emperor’s foot was miraculously cured by being 
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anointed with the saint’s myron. It had been wounded 14 months earlier when the emperor waged 
war against the Turks. The young emperor’s performance – for he himself was the principal actor – 
must have been felicitous and its authenticity beyond question (or again, so Kantakouzenos would 
make us believe) for the whole city erupted into chants to glorify their patron saint. 
The next day, the previously tense situation had clearly been resolved (again according to Kan-
takouzenos): only now the whole city joined Andronikos III’s party eagerly (προθύμως). And only 
after this performative boost of civic community the authority of the captain of the akropolis, a man 
called George Lyzikos,58 was challenged by those under his command. It was questioned, interest-
ingly, on the grounds that Lyzikos was not a citizen of Thessalonike, but of another city (ἑτέρας ὄντα 
πόλεως πολίτην), and therefore should not interfere with the city’s business. He was finally forced 
to leave the akropolis together with those still loyal to the elder Andronikos; the others submitted 
themselves to the younger emperor. 
It is illuminating to compare Kantakouzenos’ account with Gregoras’ version of the same events 
(for a translation of the core passages, cf. Appendix II.2).59 In the latter’s Roman History, the anon-
ymous metropolitan clandestinely supported the party of Andronikos III from the very beginning; 
Andronikos sneaked into the city in disguise;60 once inside, he revealed his imperial garments; almost 
the whole city (μικροῦ πᾶσα ἡ πόλις) prostrated themselves and chanted acclamations (εὐφήμοις … 
φωναῖς). No mention whatsoever is made of St Demetrios; no 300-strong army is detached to rein-
force the akropolis. The next day, the akropolis was taken by sheer force: there is equally no mention 
of an alliance of Thessalonians denying Lyzikos’ right to make any decisions on the city’s behalf. 
Of course, Gregoras, unlike Kantakouzenos, was not an eye-witness to the events, but the different 
thrust of his account is clear: Gregoras, the Constantinopolitan polymath, probably writing some 
time after the event and possibly at a time when he had become alienated from Kantakouzenos,61 did 
not see any need to create a literary performance of civic unity. Gregoras’ counter-account throws 
the focus of Kantakouzenos’ version and the sense of community allegedly achieved by Andronikos 
III’s miraculous cure into sharp relief. In any case we are, again, entitled to read the story along the 
lines of Pachymeres’ Magnesia episode: the narrative (fictional or not) allows us to decipher what a 
performance needed to feature in order to pass as felicitous or authentic. |16 
In this particular instance, however, it should be noted that, while frequently referring to God’s 
judgement and wrath, Kantakouzenos, unlike Pachymeres, was not in the habit of weaving miracles 
into his History.62 Thus one may rather more legitimately wonder whether the young emperor and 
his shrewd ‘public relations manager’, Kantakouzenos, may indeed have staged a performance, or 
whether they consciously decided (at least) to exploit whatever may have occurred to their political 
advantage.63 This possibly reveals this episode as a literary strategy: seeking to achieve unity at least 
in writing, by drawing on the miraculous. Whatever the case, in Kantakouzenos’ literary representa-
tion, it worked rather well. 
St Demetrios was a saint of decidedly pro-Palaiologan tendencies, just as much as St John the 
Merciful at Magnesia was a decidedly anti-Palaiologan saint. In her seminal study scrutinising the 
political aspects of the cult of St Demetrios in the thirteenth century, Macrides points to two instances 
in which the patron saint of Thessalonike, or rather his myron, was exploited politically – both times 
in favour of the local, Epirote Angeloi, dynasty, and against the Laskaris clan.64 In such constella-
tions, the Palaiologoi were the natural heirs to the Angeloi; as is well known, the family monastery 
of the Palaiologoi in Constantinople was dedicated to St Demetrios.  
There is, finally, further evidence of a particularly close connection between Andronikos III and 
St Demetrios. The emperor innovated with respect to the saint’s invocation on imperial coinage and 
became the first Palaiologan emperor to present himself next to the saint on silver coins minted in 
the capital, Constantinople. Previous emperors had issued coins featuring the saint exclusively from 




Both case studies have offered examples of how a miraculous performance brought about civic unity. 
The fragmented society of the late Byzantine world was quite literally de-fused;66 it fell to social 
performances one way or another, and the literary representations thereof, to at least attempt to re-
fuse these centrifugal interests and parties. In this sense, a telling example of a miraculous perfor-
mance that pacified an urban crowd is preserved in Philotheos Kokkinos’ Life of Isidore Boucheir. 
When Isidore’s friend, Nicholas from Monemvasia,67 left Constantinople to visit Kantakouzenos, the 
Palaiologan faction who could not get hold of the man himself raised an angry mob in order to 
destroy his house. In this situation Isidore, deeply enraged by this unlawful action (a sentiment seem-
ingly shared by his hagiographer, Kokkinos)68 evoked the help of the Theotokos: 
When he had just taken a small portion of bread with his hands and stamped it, as is the custom, 
with the name of the Mother of God and consecrated it with her invocation, he placed his dear 
and greatest weapon as a protection and defence, as it were, to the house, that had already been 
given up as hopeless by almost everyone else; he said: ‘I trust in my Christ that nothing horri-
ble will meet you and nothing that depends on her [i.e. the Theotokos’] impregnable protection 
and command.’ Isidore spoke thus; and this was |17 what was immediately accomplished. And 
more importantly, lest it seems to some that what happened regarding the house happened 
simply from coincidence and not as a miracle of the queen [i.e. the Theotokos] through the 
prayers of the great man: the dēmos rushed forward with wrath and arms when the demagogues 
and leaders of this riot gave the signal (as is customary); after they had come close to the house 
and were already almost at the gates, they recovered their senses and disbanded thanks to the 
divine power of the protectress and commander, like the flow of a torrent that strangely shoots 
up or waves of the raging sea that rise to equal heights with mountains of the neighbouring 
land, but are strangely dissolved by beaches and sand into foam with little power by the order 
of the lord.69 
The thrust is rather different here, in that Isidore’s miracle pacified the crowd without the latter ac-
tively witnessing any miraculous performance. Yet this miracle is still indicative of the power that 
contemporaries ascribed to the miraculous in managing an unruly dēmos. As Angeliki Laiou con-
cluded: ‘and it is, perhaps, significant that in his [Kokkinos’] eyes only miracles could be invoked 
against the irrational actions of the “mob”’.70 Or, to put it differently, at a time when the voice of 
reason was rarely heard, the miraculous in particular held the power to re-fuse fragmented civic 
communities. 
And while this is not the place to explore to what degree the Early Palaiologan revival can be 
compared with the almost contemporary Early Italian Renaissance – civic discourse would, in fact, 
be one such matter71 – one may in conclusion draw attention to Niccolò Machiavelli’s fine observa-
tion:72 
They [i.e. the rulers of a republic or kingdom] should also foster and encourage everything 
likely to be of help to this end [i.e. to keep their commonwealth religious, and in consequence, 
good and united], even though they be convinced that it is quite fallacious. … It was owing to 
wise men having taken due note of this that belief in miracles arose and that miracles are held 
in high esteem even by religions that are false; for to whatever they owed their origin, sensible 
men made much of them, and their authority caused everybody to believe in them.73  
Even if the archontes of Magnesia, John Kantakouzenos or the younger emperor Andronikos had 
known Machiavelli’s advice: they could hardly have performed any better.74 
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Appendix I.1: Translation of George Pachymeres, Histories, XI.15, ed. A. Failler, 4:439–41 
About the prodigious miracle in Magnesia 
It remains for me to expound a miraculous occurrence performed in our days; awe-inspiring to narrate 
and incredible to the ear. I myself would not have believed it (and would therefore have omitted it 
[from my narrative]), if not for the word |18 of many and trustworthy men. It offers an example of 
God’s providence and ongoing solicitude for the utterly human race, even if otherwise the divine 
intention works profoundly and beyond our perception, and at the same time of the glory of an em-
peror of virtuous reputation,75 while God judges in every respect the error and achievements of men 
by their deeds and by which means alone they pursue them. We have already narrated how the em-
peror [Michael IX] departed from Magnesia on the Hermos.76 Others were in charge of it following 
the emperor’s departure, one of them the epi trapezēs Philanthropenos, a man in every respect 
adorned by noble birth, age, reason, and battlefield experience. When at any rate the town was en-
trusted to a kastrophylax,77 the latter was still awake late at night when it was already time for the 
watch; he saw a flaming torch that made its way around the city. When this happened two or three 
times, it caught the kastrophylax’s attention. When naturally he shared this with the notables, he led 
them, too, to similar astonishment. Meanwhile they wished to know what this might be: and also 
others were sent in order to investigate, but no more of what was happening was revealed to them. 
Together with these many others the kastrophylax’s brother went out, whom everybody knew to have 
been deaf and dumb from birth. And while for them it was not possible to learn anything beyond the 
common, to him that wondrous and mysterious marvel was unveiled. And the proof was adduced by 
the miracle worked on him: for by speaking from being deaf and dumb he rendered credible and not 
to be opposed whatever he might say. That one saw, when he stayed for a while, not a flaming torch 
but a man dressed in imperial garments, who disregarded their watch, as it were, but said that he 
himself had the stewardship of their watch. And at the same time that, when he spoke, he spoke as if 
to someone who listens: and the deaf one heard immediately! And that the voice ordered him to give 
orders with a loud voice to the guards to be as alert as possible to ensure their salvation. And one 
miracle immediately followed the other miracle: for the one who had heard what to do was already 
also heard speaking, and by speaking he showed his words as trustworthy. The stewardship, as the 
Lydian might say,78 of that merciful emperor John, in which they trusted for their protection by God, 
came to everyone’s ears. 
Appendix I.2: Translation of George Pachymeres, Histories, XI.32, ed. Failler, 4:497–501 
The marvel performed by the holy blessed martyr Theodosia 
In this year, too, a marvellous miracle of the blessed martyr Theodosia was performed; no small 
danger will come to me, who records these events – the deeds of God are worthy of announcing! – 
from not reporting it, and no small penalty for those who listen [to my account]. That what is said 
will in every respect investigate God’s providence thoroughly, and offer a token of the Almighty’s 
solicitude for us. A young man from the City of Constantine had been deaf and dumb for many years, 
and the suffering confined him who was left wanting for his livelihood to a life as a servant, through 
which he was provided with the necessary things, even if he was not stable in his service to one 
master, but changed masters. He served among others also a certain Pegonites, who lived very close 
to the rather |19 conspicuous church of the Heralds of God: in a dream the virgin martyr appeared to 
him [the young man] and ordered him to approach the church that was hers in every respect, with a 
candle and offering. He woke and, asking for that which had been announced by means of gestures 
only and receiving it, as those who could hear understood [his request], he approached the church 
and implored adequately and, having rubbed himself with the light-bringing oil, falling to her feet 
according to custom, he became a suppliant to the martyr. 
Returning from the church, it seemed that his ear was unwell. When he had scratched it repeatedly 
with his finger, immediately a small living winged animal, as it seemed, fell out from there which – 
when he handled it in wonder and prepared to ward it off – immediately disappeared. However, the 
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lurking pain seemed to grow easier, and he was full of good hope: but he reached the house suffering 
again from similar pain. And those, as previously, beckoned him to kindle a fire while they were 
kneading the flour, and falling to his knees he blew shrilly. But no flame arose and no fire kindled by 
a god roared, as in the poem, only smoke was smouldering, and he laboured uselessly and became 
aggrieved. After many attempts the fire did not obey; his breathing was changed into words and he 
bursts into a voice: for he curses the hearth, curses the whole not to ever kindle and turn into a flame, 
shouting loudly from deep within: which, naturally, did not remain hidden from those in the house. 
However, when they heard this they were astonished, and not trusting themselves they believed either 
of two: either that the fire had sent forth the voice or indeed that the one who had up to that point 
been dumb and whom they did not know to ever have sent forth a voice [had sent forth the voice]. 
As in their examination whose voice this was and what had been said they were shouting from afar, 
the dumb young man heard this and testified for himself that he, because he himself heard the exam-
iners, was also the one who himself cursed the fire with his own mouth. And immediately those 
standing near realised this awe-inspiring marvel, passed on the word, and the event became well-
known to all. 
The miracle then also reached the emperor, and they brought the one who had been dumb and 
deaf to him, as was ordered; the patriarch was also present. The young man, when being asked, 
announced all [that had happened] from the very beginning, narrating it himself with his own voice. 
Therefore, as the ruler did not judge it just to pass over this event in silence, an all-night vigil was 
announced on the spot in honour of the martyr, with even the emperor himself not being absent from 
the celebration. Much rather, as the latter wished to accord honour to the miracle-worker, he left it 
to the others to make their way as they wished, but he himself together with the whole senate and the 
patriarch, at nightfall went by foot to the church and attended to the martyr. 
Appendix II.1: Translation of John Kantakouzenos, History, I.53, ed. Schopen, 1:267–72 
While affairs were in this state, Philommates came to the emperor [Andronikos III] from Thessalo-
nike; he was sent by those who pursued the matter of the young emperor there and announced that 
all other matters were well and that, if the |20 emperor came now, he would take the city without any 
toil. When the emperor learnt this, he selected the pack animals, baggage and of the soldiers those 
who did not have possession of stout horses fit for war, and left them in Zichna with the megas papias 
Tzamplakon and a few others. He himself, together with the megas domestikos and the other leaders, 
taking with himself the host [he had] selected [to accompany him], seemed to set out against Drama 
in order to lay siege against it.79 But when the night came, he turned from the road on which he was 
travelling, and marched against Thessalonike through the Strymon.80 When he had crossed the river, 
at Marmarion he ordered his host to have a short rest,81 with everybody dismounting from their 
horses. Rested, they again took to the same road, travelling the following day as well as the night 
that followed that day, and at dawn on the third day they reached the Chortaïtes monastery.82  
On the previous day a rumour had made its rounds through Thessalonike, that the young emperor 
had taken Zichna, that had joined his cause, and having reached Serres, had the [old emperor’s] 
western army together with the latter’s [268] Serbian allies enclosed inside its walls, and they were 
not able to withstand him. [The rumour said further that] after his return to Zichna the young emperor 
sent the parakoimōmenos Apokaukos and Alexios Palaiologos here [i.e. Thessalonike], under the 
pretext that they served as ambassadors to the one who governed Thessalonike, the megas stratope-
darchēs Choumnos, and the metropolitan; yet in truth to hold secret converse with those who pursued 
their matter [in the city] and at the same time to spy out, if it were possible to bring Thessalonike 
under the younger emperor’s power. Such things were spread by the rumour. 
Choumnos sought hard to find out who brought such tidings, but was not able to. However, it 
seemed advantageous to him and the metropolitan that the latter, having made his way to Chortaïtes 
the following day, should order Alexios Palaiologos and the parakoimōmenos Apokaukos, if those 
things that were reported about them were true, to return to the emperor, because entry to Thessalo-
nike would not be granted to them. And [that he should] announce to them in advance that if they 
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did not comply and forced their entry, that those who wanted Thessalonike to defect from the [older] 
emperor would be prevented from plotting with them. Such actions they devised in response to what 
they had heard. At dawn the following day, the metropolitan travelled the road toward the Chortaïtes 
monastery according to plan; Choumnos, on the other hand, having exited with his entourage through 
the so-called Gate of the Asomatoi stood to observe the events; and the whole city was in suspense 
with regard to the rumours. Those to whom it seemed right to support the cause of the young emperor 
[269] had been ordered not to wear weapons or use horses, but either to stay at home or to come out 
without weapons and on foot. Then these, with the news of the young emperor reported from every-
where, climbed unarmed onto the walls of the same gate and awaited the outcome of the events. 
When the metropolitan came close to the Chortaïtes monastery and unexpectedly encountered the 
young emperor, he was utterly astonished and cursed the emperor’s ill-timed arrival; when the em-
peror addressed him, he was bewildered by the sudden danger and did not return the salute, but 
returned to the city as quickly as he could in order to announce the emperor’s approach. And the 
emperor |21 followed him, advancing quickly. The members of the emperor’s party who stood on the 
walls, when they recognised from the standards that the emperor was approaching, attacked those 
outside the gates with renewed courage by throwing stones from the walls: those – with the enemies 
coming against from outside and those on the inside clearly turning into enemies, too – did not know 
what to do and moved inside the walls and closed the gates. But since they were unable to withstand 
against those who were throwing [stones] from the walls, they turned to flight and reaching the 
akropolis they occupied it, in order to defend themselves from there. Its commander was George 
Lyzikos from Berrhoia. 
Those on the walls, once they had climbed down and opened the gates, welcomed the emperor. 
And the whole city was well-inclined to the emperor, and all came to welcome him. The emperor 
who feared that an army, if it arrived from Serres, would make the akropolis difficult [270] to con-
quer, selected an army which he believed sufficient for the task and ordered it to guard the akropolis, 
lest anybody enter it. When those in Serres [the supporters of the old emperor] learnt that the [young] 
emperor entered Thessalonike, they feared that it might surrender to him, which indeed happened; 
they send three hundred chosen soldiers in order to hold the akropolis and offer those in the city the 
courage to withstand the [young] emperor. But when those whom the young emperor had assigned 
to guard the akropolis clashed in battle with them, they routed them completely and killed some of 
them; others they captured alive. The [young] emperor, once he had seen to setting a watch for the 
akropolis, went into the holy shrine of the myrrh-giving martyr Demetrios in order to venerate him 
(for from young age he offered greater honour and faith to Demetrios than to the other martyrs and 
was his follower, as it were) and at the same time to give thanks for his present good fortunes. And 
when he had venerated and thanked St Demetrios, he intended to apply the martyr’s myrrh to his foot 
once he had taken off his shoe (he had occurred a wound to his foot from his battle against the Turks 
– and for fourteen months it proved incapable of healing even though the physicians attempted many 
a cure, but becoming gangrenous it gave him unbearable pain), as he believed that those feats which 
human craft and diligence could not accomplish, these God granted his holy martyrs to accomplish. 
When the emperor had undressed his foot [271] and removed the bandages with which it was bound 
– oh what great care of God for his martyrs! The bandage was found ripped on the outside but the 
foot was healthy to such a degree that no trace of a scar or wound appeared, that it was impossible to 
know if it had ever been wounded! When the emperor saw this he took more delight in it than in the 
fact that Thessalonike had submitted to him, and therefore gave more and warmer expressions of 
gratitude. And the whole city, when they learnt of the miracle worked on the emperor, sang hymns 
to God and to Demetrios, His servant. 
As the day came to an end, the emperor left the shrine and made his way to the palace; there he 
spent the night. But the next morning the emperor himself in full armour and his host, together with 
the whole populace of Thessalonike who eagerly joined the expedition, marched against the akropolis 
so as, if those who occupied it would not yield it voluntarily, to force them with arms. Initially the 
emperor sent [a messenger]; he addressed those inside and called on them to hand over the akropolis 
without a fight offering an amnesty and promising that |22 they would fare well. But they did not 
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obey, but confirmed their decision and took position to defend the wall. And for three or four hours 
they defended themselves valiantly from the walls. Thereafter those in the akropolis who were not 
completely inclined towards the elder emperor’s cause found themselves at variance in their opinion 
with the others, and demanding a cessation [272] of the battle against the [younger] emperor they 
embarked on a discussion with those who were besieged alongside them. And they argued not to 
permit Lyzikos to give counsel regarding their fatherland, as he was the citizen of another polis, 
whom his relatives – since Berrhoia sided with the [younger] emperor – would ask to be released, if 
he caused any offence; and they said to the others that it was not just and advantageous if every other 
polis sided with the [younger] emperor, that they resisted and continued fighting. For they were not 
capable of defending themselves and the akropolis, being cut off by themselves, since those from 
Serres who came to join them in battle had been defeated and others would not dare to come. ‘The 
[younger] emperor’s host is great and sufficient for battle, and furthermore the whole city besieging 
us with every man will force us to capitulate. Even if we will be able to resist for a short while, we 
will be punished from both ends. For if we win, we will kill our friends and those closest to us; if we 
lose, we meet certain death; which is all not agreeable to us. If this seems good to you [this is what 
we shall do]; but if not, we shall put ourselves and the akropolis into the emperor’s hands.’  
These said such things; Lyzikos and whoever was loyal to the elder emperor, not knowing what 
to do, asked together with the others for forgiveness, if they had offended the [younger] emperor, 
and having received it, they handed over the akropolis. 
Appendix II.2: Partial translation of Nikephoros Gregoras, Roman History, IX.4.3,  
ed. Schopen/Bekker, 1:409.6–11 and 410.2–17 
In the following month of December, letters from the Thessalonians were sent in secret to the young 
emperor; they invited him to come at the earliest opportunity. For [they said that] there was consent 
among the common people, the majority of the notables and indeed the archbishop himself that the 
very moment of the emperor’s appearance before the walls, they would rush to open the gates for 
him. … While these men83 were busy with such affairs between Thessalonike and Serres, the 
[younger] emperor secretly entered Thessalonike, concealing all imperial regalia under a com-
moner’s garment. Once he was inside the gates he immediately threw off that garment, and made it 
manifest to all that he was the emperor. And immediately almost that whole city rushed together, 
performed proskynesis before him and welcomed him with auspicious words. But there were also a 
few who hated him and and were fiercely attached to the old emperor: these rushed to the akropolis, 
occupied it and safeguarded themselves behind its walls. From there, they defended themselves val-
iantly against those who besieged them, the [younger] emperor himself and as many members of the 
rebellion as had gathered around him. And they wounded many, throwing stones and shooting ar-
rows, so |23 that many of the missiles from there were stuck in the emperor’s shield. The following 
day those around the emperor collected a big pile of dry wood and set fire to the gates of the akropolis, 
and won it by force in this way. 
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